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Abstract: The aim of this work is to investigate sunflower plants response on stress 
induced by silver(I) ions. The sunflower plants were exposed to silver(I) ions (0, 0.1, 0.5, 
and 1 mM) for 96 h. Primarily we aimed our attention to observation of basic physiological 
parameters. We found that the treated plants embodied growth depression, coloured 
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changes and lack root hairs. Using of autofluorescence of anatomical structures, such as 
lignified cell walls, it was possible to determine the changes of important shoot and root 
structures, mainly vascular bungles and development of secondary thickening. The 
differences in vascular bundles organisation, parenchymatic pith development in the root 
centre and the reduction of phloem part of vascular bundles were well observable. 
Moreover with increasing silver(I) ions concentration the vitality of rhizodermal cells 
declined; rhizodermal cells early necrosed and were replaced by the cells of exodermis. 
Further we employed laser induced breakdown spectroscopy for determination of spatial 
distribution of silver(I) ions in tissues of the treated plants. The Ag is accumulated mainly 
in near-root part of the sample. Moreover basic biochemical indicators of environmental 
stress were investigated. The total content of proteins expressively decreased with 
increasing silver(I) ions dose and the time of the treatment. As we compare the results 
obtained by protein analysis – the total protein contents in shoot as well as root parts – we 
can assume on the transport of the proteins from the roots to shoots. This phenomenon can 
be related with the cascade of processes connecting with photosynthesis. The second 
biochemical parameter, which we investigated, was urease activity. If we compared the 
activity in treated plants with control, we found out that presence of silver(I) ions markedly 
enhanced the activity of urease at all applied doses of this toxic metal. Finally we studied 
the effect of silver(I) ions on activity of urease in in vitro conditions. 
Keywords: Silver; Heavy metals; Plant biosensor; Sensors; Biochemical marker 
 
1. Introduction 
1.1 Silver ions and their effects on organisms 
Due to many anthropogenic activities environment have been polluting by number of organic as 
well as inorganic compounds [1]. Therefore the concentration of these undesirable and in most cases 
highly toxic substances have enhanced [2]. The mechanism of their effects can be very heterogeneous. 
Because of these reasons the new procedures and technologies not only to monitor of levels of 
contamination but also to remediate the polluted environment have been still developing and 
suggesting. The ions of heavy metals and their compounds are considered as one of the most toxic 
substances polluting all parts of environment. Photographical industry, following electrochemistry and 
medicine are the main sources of one of the most toxic heavy metal ions, silver(I) ions. In water 
silver(I) can be found in many forms both as inorganic and organic compounds. Due to competing 
equilibria and kinetics in water hydrated silver ions, Ag+, may be also present in surface waters, which 
relates to the fact that Ag+ has been shown to be highly toxic to aquatic life [3-5]. In the light of these 
facts the foundation called “The Silver Council”, which was established in 1998, elaborated the basic 
characteristics of environmental norms for silver ions entering to environment from industry [6]. 
However the toxic effect of silver(I) ions on the organisms is still unclear. 
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There have been suggested several mechanisms of silver ions effects on vitally important functions 
and processes. One of the most discussed is the interactions between Ag+ and DNA, which have been 
studied by number of analytical methods (infrared and UV spectrometry, circular dichroism etc.) [7,8]. 
It was observed that silver ions bind rapidly on N7 guanine in dsDNA and, thus, interfere the 
replication processes [8]. 
It is generally known that prokaryotic as well as eukaryotic organisms intensively protect 
themselves against effects of heavy metals. The both groups of organisms have developed various 
strategies how they can detoxify xenobiotics. One of the common ones is synthesis of low molecular 
peptides and proteins rich in cysteine. In general plants synthesize peptides called phytochelatins 
[9,10] and animals low molecular proteins called metallothioneins [11].  
1.2 Bio-indicators 
Numerous of plant and animal species can be used as bio-indicators of heavy metals pollution of the 
environment [12-19]. Aquatic animals, most of all various species of fishes, are very suitable for these 
purposes [20-22]. Nevertheless the question is how to asses the quality of the environment of interest 
through using of such living bio-indicators [23]. To assess the quality of the environment the 
investigations of the changes in behaviour, morphology, habitation or changes of basic morphometric 
properties (body weight, colour, length, etc.) are often used. All these data are only of qualitative 
character and are hardly to obtain due to requirements on large population of the target specie and the 
time period of the experiment. On the other hand, experiments using plants can be appropriate way 
how to substitute animal tests because no harming of animals and low demands on equipment. 
1.3 Silver ions analysis 
A determination of silver(I) ions in waters is difficult because the formation of a number of silver 
complexes with inorganic as well as organic compounds that however depress the acute silver toxicity 
[6,24,25]. The determination of silver ions is usually carried out by atomic absorption spectrometry 
[26,27]. To enhance the sensitivity of an analysis the pre-concentration of the silver ions in a sample is 
need. These processes prolong the total time of the analysis as well as enhance the cost of such 
experiment [27-29]. The electrochemical methods are alternative analytic techniques that make the 
silver ions determination possible in nM concentrations, mainly using carbon electrodes [30-36]. The 
modification of the surface of the carbon electrodes represents a unique tool for detection of heavy 
metal ions, peptides, proteins, nucleic acids and others [37-46]. 
The aim of this work is to investigate sunflower plants response on stress induced by silver(I) ions. 
For this purpose we employed multi-instrumental apparatus to detect and investigate total protein 
content, urease activity, spatial distribution of the heavy metal ions, and physiological and anatomical 
changes in the treated plants. 
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2. Material and Methods 
2.1 Chemicals and pH measurements 
Urease EC 3.5.1.5 (Jack Beans, type III; 45 000 IU/g) was purchased from Sigma Aldrich  
(St. Louis, USA). Acetic acid was purchased from Fluka (USA). All other reagents used were 
purchased from Sigma Aldrich in ACS purity unless noted otherwise. Stock standard solutions were 
prepared by ACS water (Sigma-Aldrich, USA) and stored in the dark at temperature of -20 °C. 
Working standard solutions were prepared daily by dilution of the stock solutions. All solutions were 
filtered through a 0.45 μm Nylon filter discs (Millipore, Billerica, Mass., USA) prior to HPLC 
analysis. The pH value was measured using WTW inoLab Level 3 with terminal Level 3 (Weilheim, 
Germany), controlled by the personal computer program (MultiLab Pilot; Weilheim, Germany). The 
pH-electrode (SenTix-H, pH 0–14/3M KCl) was regularly calibrated by set of WTW buffers 
(Weilheim, Germany).  
2.2 Plants, cultivation conditions and a sample preparation 
Sunflower plants (Helianthus annuus L.) were used in our experiments. The sunflower seeds were 
germinated on wet filter paper in special vessels at 25 ± 2 °C in dark (box Chirana, Czech Republic). 
After 10 days, the sunflower seedlings were placed into vessels containing tap water and cultivated in 
Versatile Environmental Test Chamber (MLR-350 H, Sanyo, Japan) for eight days with 14 hours long 
daylight per day (maximal light intensity was about 100 μE.m-2s-1) at a temperature 22 °C and 
humidity 65 %. Further AgNO3 was added to the cultivation solution at final concentrations of 0 
(control sample), 0.1, 0.5 and 1 mM. The sunflower plants placed in the vessels that contained tap 
water with addition of silver(I) ions were treated for five days. Seven plants from each experimental 
group were harvested at certain time intervals during the experiment, and their roots were rinsed three 
times in distilled water and 0.5 M EDTA. Prior to their analysis each harvested plant was divided into 
leaves, stem and root. 
2.3 Laser spectrometry 
The LIBS experimental setup used is shown in Fig. 1. The second harmonic (532 nm) of the 
Nd:YAG laser system (Brilliant B, Quantel, France) was used to create the LIBS micro-plasma by 
focusing the laser beam with a 16 mm focal-length glass doublet (Sill Optics, Germany). The laser 
pulse width was ~ 5 ns and beam diameter 8 mm. The energy of the laser pulse (~10 mJ at the sample) 
was set and controlled by an energy meter (Field Master LM-P10, Coherent, USA).  
The sample was placed to the sample holder inside the ablation chamber (Tescan, Czech Republic) 
to the stage with precision movements (2 µm in x, y and z direction). The LIBS analysis was 
performed in air on atmospheric pressure. The ablation spot was targeted and controlled for each shot 
by a CCD camera placed outside of the chamber. For the temporally and spectrally resolved analysis 
the LIBS plasma radiation was collected with quartz objectives and transported by a 3 m fiber optic 
system onto the entrance slit of the 0.32 m monochromator (TRIAX 320, Jobin Yvon, France). In this 
study, the grating 2400 g/mm of the monochromator and 50 µm entrance slit were used. As a detector 
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an ICCD camera (Horiba, Jobin Yvon, France) was employed. The camera was triggered by the  
















Figure 1. The LIBS experimental setup. 1 – Nd:YAG ablation laser, 2 – focusing optics,  
3 – the analyzed sample, 4 – collecting optics, 5 – optical fiber, 6 – monochromator,  
7 – ICCD camera, 8 – personal computer. 
2.4 Automated spectrometric measurements 
Spectrometric measurements were carried using an automated chemical analyser BS-200 (Mindray, 
China). Reagents and samples were placed on cooled sample holder (4 °C) and automatically pipetted 
directly into plastic cuvettes. Incubation proceeded at 37°C. Mixture was consequently stirred. The 
washing steps by distilled water (18 mΩ) were done in the midst of the pipetting. Apparatus was 
operated using software BS-200 (Mindray, China). 
2.4.1 Urease activity determination – An indophenol assay (Berthelot method) 
Plant tissues samples (approximately 2 grams) were homogenized in mortar for five minutes. Then 
twenty millilitres of 30% ethanol was added and this solution was poured into a bottle (50 ml) and 
vortexed at 300 rpm, 8 °C for 30 minutes using vortex (GFL, Germany). The extract was centrifuged 
for 10 min at 5 000 g (Hettich, Geramy) and then the supernatant was collected. The supernatant (10 
µl) was mixed with 448 µl of hypochlorite solution (12% NaOCl, 0.4 M Na2HPO4 and 0.37 M NaOH, 
adjusted to pH 12) and with 42 µl of phenol solution (sodium nitroprusside, 7% phenol). This mixture 
was stirred and incubated for 15 min at 37°C. After this incubation the differences of absorption at 630 
and 670 nm were measured. 
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2.4.2 Protein determination – Biuret test 
Weighed plant tissues (approximately 0.2 g) were transferred to a test-tube. Then, liquid nitrogen 
was added to the test-tube, and the samples were frozen to disrupt the cells. The frozen sample was 
transferred to mortar and spread for 1 min. Then exactly 1,000 μl of 0.2 M phosphate buffer (pH 7.2) 
was added to mortar, and the sample was spread for 5 min. The homogenate was transferred to a new 
test-tube. The frozen samples were homogenised by shaking on a Vortex–2 Genie for 5 min at 4 °C 
(Scientific Industries, USA) and sonicated using a Bandelin Sonopuls HD 2070 for 10 s at 7 W 
(Germany). The homogenate was centrifuged (14 000 × g) for 15 min at 4°C using a Universal 32 R 
centrifuge (Hettich-Zentrifugen, Germany). The supernatant was filtered through a 0.45 μm Nylon 
filter discs (Millipore, Billerica, Mass., USA) prior to analysis. 
For determination of the total protein content the biuret solution (15 mM potassium sodium tartrate, 
100 mM NaI, 15 mM KI and 5 mM CuSO4). As a standard albumin (1 mg in 1 ml of phosphate buffer, 
pH 7) was used. The measurement was done as follows: 180 µl of the biuret solution was mixed with 
45 µl of real or standard sample; after stirring and incubating (10 min. at 37°C) the absorbance at 546 
nm was measured. 
2.5 Anatomical analysis of plant samples 
The observations were performed with fresh stem sections of plants. Lignified cell walls were 
visualized by ultraviolet (UV) excitation without additional fluorescent staining. At each experimental 
group of plants 25 – 30 sections were evaluated. All observations were performed on fluorescent 
microscope (Olympus AX 70) equipped with broad spectrum UV excitation. 
2.6 Statistical analysis 
Data were processed using MICROSOFT EXCEL® (USA) and analyzed by the QCExpert software 
(TriloBite, Statistical Software, Czech Republic) using analysis of variance (ANOVA). Results are 
expressed as mean ± S.D. unless noted otherwise. Statistical significance of the differences between 
weight and area of clusters was determined. Differences with p < 0.05 were considered significant. 
3. Results and Discussion 
In the case of silver ions toxicity the attention is devoted to aquatic organisms [1,47-53], mainly to 
fishes due to extremely low lethal doses, which vary from units to ten of micrograms per litre [3,4,48-
56]. On the other hand it is little known about the influence of silver ions on plants. It is well known 
that a presence of a toxic metal in a plant cell results in synthesis of stress plant peptides and proteins. 
These biologically active molecules can be used for evaluation of chronic as well as acute toxicity of a 
toxic metal or as biomarkers of assessment of environmental pollution (Fig. 2). 
3.1 Physiological changes in sunflower plants exposed to silver(I) ions 
 To investigate influence of silver(I) ions on plant we selected sunflower plants (Helianthus annuus L., 
Asteraceae, syn. Compositae). The sunflower plants were exposed to silver(I) ions (0, 0.1, 0.5, and 1 
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mM) for 96 h. The images of the plants in time scale of the treatment are shown in Fig. 3. It clearly 
follows from the figures that the plants exposed to silver(I) ions embody growth depression; only 
control set of the plants demonstrates leaves growth. The root system of the plants exposed to silver(I) 
ions shows also physiological changes compared to control plants. Particularly we observed growth 
depression and coloured changes that indicate the entry of silver ions to the plants. Moreover the 















Figure 2. The scheme of environment quality assessment based on determination of 
biochemical markers presented in plants. 
3.2 Changes in the treated plants fresh weight 
At the end of each experimental day the part of the plants were harvested and weighed. Based on 
these results the growth curves were determined (Fig. 4). The control plants demonstrated moderate 
loss of fresh weight (Fig. 4 whole plant) because of their cultivation in distilled water without macro- 
and microelements supplement. This effect is mostly observable at shoots; root systems were more 
stimulated (Fig. 4). The influence of silver(I) ions on sunflower plants growth parameters was well 
evident. Rate of loss of plants fresh weight enhanced with the increasing silver(I) ions doses and with 
the time of the exposure. This effect was more evident at the shoot parts of the plants (hypocotyls, 
stems) in comparison with the root system. The decrease in the fresh weight is probably connected 
with an increase in a metabolic activity of the plants exposed to silver(I) ions due to very limited 
supply of inorganic as well as organic compounds needed for plant development. In addition we found 
that the content of chlorophylls (chlorophyll a and chlorophyll b) was lower in the plants treated with 
silver(I) ions compared to the control group of the plants. This indicates the damage of photosynthetic 





















Figure 4. Fresh weight changes (whole plant, shoot and root) of sunflower plants exposed 
to various doses of silver(I) ions for 96 h. 
3.3 Anatomical changes of sunflower shoots (hypocotyls, stems) and roots  
Using of autofluorescence of anatomical structures, such as lignified cell walls, it was possible to 
determine the changes of important shoot and root structures, mainly vascular bungles and 
development of secondary thickening. The differences in vascular bundles organisation, parenchymatic 
pith development in the root centre and the reduction of phloem part of vascular bundles are well 
observable (Fig. 5). The most important changes in hypocotyls anatomy were as follows: the increased 
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outer cortex, and changes in new vascular bundles differentiation with increasing silver(I) ions dose. 
These hallmarks can be related to changes of water transport caused by silver(I) ions. 
Very evident and characteristic changes were determined in root structure. With increasing silver(I) 
ions concentration the vitality of rhizodermal cells declined; rhizodermal cells early necrosed and were 
replaced by the cells of exodermis. Changes were well evident in the structure of stele, mainly in pith 
development. Deposition of silver in the pitch cell walls as well as in inner xylem parts was 

















Figure 5. Sunflower shoot. Transverse stem section of sunflower cultivated without (A) 
and treated with silver(I) ions – 0.1 mM (B), 0.5 mM (C) and 1.0 mM (D) at fourth day of 
the treatment. Blue fluorescence – lignified cell walls. E – epidermis, C – cortex, P – 
phloem, X – xylem, Pi – pith. Sunflower root. Transverse root section of sunflower 
cultivated without (A) and treated with silver(I) ions – 0.1 mM (B), with detail (C) at 
fourth day of the treatment. Magnification × 100. 
3.4 Spatial distribution of silver(I) ions in the plant tissues 
Laser Induced Breakdown Spectroscopy (LIBS) is a simple spectrochemical sensor technology. 
LIBS utilises the emission of a high-temperature microplasma created by focusing a laser beam to the 
surface of the investigated sample. The spectrum of light emission is collected by a detector and its 
intensity at specific wavelengths is recorded [57]. The method allows real-time multi-element analysis 
in-situ and even remotely. The advantages of this method, i.e. usually none or very simple sample 
preparation, together with the capability of analysis with high spatial resolution [58] make it possible 
to utilize it in a wide-range of applications [57,58]. Basically, the achievable spatial resolution of LIBS 
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is determined by the size of the laser craters produced within the material [57]. However, LIBS as a 
technique for simultaneous multi-elemental analysis is dating from the 1980s [59,60], as an emerging 
chemical sensor has picked up considerably during the past decade [57]. Recently, the LIBS was 
exploit among other for monitoring of accumulation of selected chemical elements in different 
structures of plant species [61-63].  
The single-shot LIBS analysis was performed along the ~25 mm long Helianthus annuus L. stem 
sections. The LIBS’s ICCD detector was gated 1 µs after the Q-switch signal and the observation 
window was 10 µs. Typical LIBS spectrum is shown in Fig. 6aA), together with a photograph of LIBS 
ablation craters (Fig. 6B).  For Ag and Cu detection the 328.07 nm Ag(I) and 324.75 nm Cu(I) lines 
were used, respectively. For the mapping the background was subtracted (for each shot) and the area 















Figure 6. The typical LIBS spectrum with the 328.07 nm Ag(I) and 324.75 nm Cu(I) lines 
used in the analysis (A) together with the image of three ablation craters (B). The bar on B 
has a length of 500 μm.  
Figure 6 demonstrates the capability of LIBS to signalize the trends in accumulation of different 
elements in selected structures of the sample. To trace the uptake of Ag and Cu in the investigated area 
of the leaf samples, a statistical analysis was carried out on the intensity data set from each sample. 
Because the measured intensity values had a log-normal distribution the average of the logarithm of 
intensity values was calculated [64]. From these data we found that in the leaves of the plants the 
overall Cu content follows the changes in the Ag content. 
The distribution of Cu and Ag along the stem sections for different days of treatment is shown in 
Figs. 7 and 8. The LIBS analysis was finished on the closer part of stem towards the root system 
(position ~25 mm on the sample). These graphs clearly demonstrate the advantage of the spatially-
resolved LIBS analysis. While the overall content of the Ag and Cu follows each other (Fig. 7), the 
A
B
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spatial distribution of these elements is different. The Ag is accumulated mainly in near-root part of 
the sample (Fig. 8A), on contrary the Cu is spread more uniformly within the stem (Fig. 8B).  
 
















Figure 8. Accumulation of silver (A) and copper (B) along the investigated stem samples. 
Maps of the accumulated silver (C) and copper (D) measured by the LIBS technique for 
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The possibility to utilize LIBS for 3D analysis of element distribution within the sample is 
examined in Fig. 8C,D. The different layers were monitored with four subsequent laser pulses. We 
should note that in spite to the fact that on the frame of this exploratory study the depth of ablation 
craters was not measured, the different distribution of elements within the analyzed layers is clearly 
observable. On the ongoing work an upgrade of the instrumental device for simultaneous LIBS – laser 
ablation inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry (LA-ICP-MS) is planned. Utilizing such an 
apparatus, also the calibration for the main components will be possible, using selected calibration 
standards and measuring the depth of the ablation-craters.3.5 Biochemical indicators of environmental 
stress. 
3.5.1 The total protein content  
At the plants treated with silver(I) ions the changes were observable also in total content of proteins 
determined using biuret reaction. For this purpose automatic analyzer BS-200 was used. The 
calibration curve obtained (albumin was selected as standard) was strictly linear within the range from 
1 to 1000 mg/ml (Fig. 9A). The level of water soluble proteins was markedly lower in root system, 
where also the difference between control plants and plants treated with silver(I) ions was mostly 
distinctive. In addition the total content of proteins expressively decreased with increasing silver(I) 
ions dose and the time of the treatment (Fig. 9B). Shoots of sunflower plants demonstrated less distinct 
proteins content in plants treated with silver(I) ions in comparison with root system (Fig. 9C). As we 
compare the results obtained by protein analysis – the total protein contents in shoot as well as root 
parts – we can assume on the transport of the proteins from the roots to shoots. This phenomenon can 













Figure 9. Total content of proteins soluble in water determined spectrometrically using 
biuret reaction. The dependence of signal height on albumin concentration (A). Total 
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3.5.2 Urease activity 
One of the crucial plant enzymes, which are extremely sensitive to presence of heavy metals ions, is 
urease. Due to this feature the number of different biosensors to detect heavy metals was proposed 
[65,66]. All experiments appear from enzymes that are very carefully purified. However investigation 
of enzyme activities for environment pollution assessment is also interesting. Sunflower plants 
demonstrate measurable level of urease activity. Because of this fact we aimed on the monitoring of 
urease activity. For our purposes the methodology enabling urease activity determination using 
automated detection was optimised. Automated spectrophotometric analysator BS-200 was used. The 
principle of this method is based on the fact that urease decomposes carbamide into ammonia that is 
subsequently detectable as coloured product [65,67]. The strictly linear calibration curve is shown in 
Fig. 10A. Relative standard deviation was about 1.5 % and the analysis of 40 samples was realized 
within 30 min. For the examination of the activity of enzyme urease under our experimental conditions 























Figure 10. Spectrometric automated analysis of urease activity. The dependence of total 
amount of released ammonia on height of the obtained signal (A). Enzyme kinetic of 
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Figure 11. The changes in urease activity in sunflower plants exposed to silver(I) ions, 
roots (A) and shoots (B).  
Sunflower plants demonstrated higher urease activity in root system in comparison with shoots 
(Fig. 11A,B). The activity in roots was app. five times higher compared to shoots. If we compared the 
activity in treated plants with control, we found out that presence of silver(I) ions markedly enhanced 
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3.6 The changes of urease activity in the presence of silver(I) ions 
In addition we were interested in the issue how can the presence of silver(I) ions influence the 
activity of purified urease. Into the solution of urea (1 mM) silver(I) ions at final concentrations 0; 5; 
10; 15; 20; 25; 30; 35; 40; 60; 80 and/or 100 µM were added. To this solution urease (10 IU) was 
added and mixture was incubated for 60 s at 37 °C under shaking (300 rpm). The samples were 
analysed using procedure described above. Urease activity was inhibited by silver(I) ions; 
concentrations higher than 20 mM quickly led to reduction in urease activity (Fig. 12). 
4. Conclusion 
The plants would be used as simple bioindicators of the quality of environment [68-73]. However it 
is absolutely necessary to understand some physiological processes that are connected with the plant 
response on stress. The data obtained are, despite of this fact, very encouraging to perform deeper 
research in this area. 
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